Parental Alienating Behaviors are Family Violence

What is family violence?

Family violence refers to all types of abuse that occur in families, including
physical, sexual, psychological, and financial abuse, as well as neglect.

Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development, 2013; Tolan, Gorman-Smith, & Henry, 2006

What are parental
alienating behaviors?

Parental alienating behaviors are a parent’s intentional use of patterns of
behaviors over time to harm the child’s relationship with their other parent.
These patterns include a broad spectrum of behaviors not limited to
badmouthing the alienated parent to the child and others, interfering with their
contact with each other, indoctrinating the child with false beliefs about the
alienated parent, and enlisting the child as an “ally”” against them.

Baker, 2020; Harman, Kruk, & Hines, 2018; Harman & Matthewson, 2020

Parental alienating
behaviors are child abuse

Making a child believe a parent abandoned and does not love them, or that the
parent, who is part of the child’s identity, is dangerous or bad is psychological
abuse. Alienated children’s developmental needs are also often neglected by
alienating parents. In severe cases, children need protection from these
psychologically abusive behaviors.

Baker, 2020, Warshak, 2015

Parental alienating
behaviors are intimate
partner violence

Parental alienating behaviors are direct and indirect attacks made by an
alienating parent onto the alienated parent with the intent to harm and control
them. The children are used as weapons in these attacks, and therefore they
become collateral damage in the process. Domestic violence researchers label
these same behaviors as a form of coercive control.

Harman, Kruk & Hines, 2018; Harman & Matthewson, 2020

Parental alienating
behaviors are used by
coercively controlling
parents

Parental alienating behaviors are a form of coercive control because the
alienating parent’s intent is to manipulate and control the alienated parent’s
actions and outcomes. The alienated parent experiences negative outcomes,
such as not being able to see their children, if they do not comply with the
alienating parent’s demands or threats. The coercively controlling behavior of
the alienating parent leads to their having greater control and dominance over
the alienating parent. Coercive control limits the alienated parent’s ability to
make decisions and diminishes their self-esteem and strength.

Hamberger, Larsen, & Lehrner, 2017; Harman & Matthewson, 2020

“High conflict” is a
misnomer to describe
families affected by
parental alienation

Compared to other forms of abuse, coercive controlling behaviors are not
reciprocated as often by the victim. This form of abuse creates power
imbalances such that the victim has little power or influence in the family.
Describing such families as “high conflict” makes it appear that both parents
are acting abusively when alienated parents do not and cannot reciprocate
coercive controlling behaviors.

Hines & Douglas, 2018; Harman, Leder-Elder, & Biringen, 2019
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